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1.1
Lifelong Learning in Universities in the UK

The term ‘Lifelong Learning’ (LLL) from the UK government’s perspective covers a wide range of learning activities for both children and adults. This national lifelong learning agenda aims to strengthen both the individual citizen’s and the community’s commitment to continuous learning and updating.

Within the University sector the term has a more focused definition and is generally taken to indicate flexible, innovative adult education that is usually part-time. This can be divided into three main categories:

· Continuing Education (CE), which generally is non-vocational in nature. Typical subject areas cover art, history, archaeology, languages, literature. 

Typically individuals join the courses to pursue their own intellectual interests and gain personal fulfilment.

· Continuing Professional Development (CPD), sometimes also known as ‘Vocational Lifelong Learning’. These courses can range from generic business and management style provision to more focused profession-based courses such as those targeted at lawyers or veterinary surgeons. 

Universities developing their CPD provision may deliver courses that are open to individual enrolment. Alternatively they may work side by side with employers and the professions to develop tailor-made courses that meet both organisational and individual requirements. 

Increasingly these courses may involve flexible and distance learning study - often with the support of new technologies. This means that they can accommodate demanding work patterns and allow participants to progress at their own pace.

· Widening Participation, aims to encourage and support people who traditionally would have not considered going to university to study for a degree. Whilst involving some adults returning to education, the main focus of initiatives and activity in the UK tends to support young people aiming to access undergraduate study.
1.2
Academic Accreditation of Lifelong Learning

As well as the distinction between CE and CPD, there is a further differentiation that needs to be made when considering UK university lifelong learning. Some participants enrol on CE or CPD courses to pursue their own intellectual or professional interests and gain personal fulfilment, whilst others will wish to accumulate credit towards an academic award. Thus the courses can be further categorised as one of the following:

· Non-credit-bearing (NCB), that is carrying no university academic credit. 

Some of these courses may in fact carry professional body recognition or accreditation by other government bodies e.g. NVQ (National Vocational Qualifications) but they do not carry any university credit.

This particular subsection of lifelong learning has been included in the report because of its significant volume in the UK, contributing millions of Euros to UK universities. 

· Academic credit bearing full award, i.e. an accredited course which leads to a full award from a university, for example a postgraduate degree or an undergraduate Certificate in Higher Education 

· Academic credit bearing stand-alone modules, i.e. a shorter course that carries university academic credit but which is not part of a larger award. These are often used in university CE programmes, e.g. a ten week part time course in ‘Daily Life of the Ancient Egyptians’.

1.3
Delivery of University Lifelong Learning

Within the university sector lifelong learning is largely overseen by departments with this specific focus. They may be called a ‘Centre for Lifelong Learning’, ‘Department of Continuing Education’, ‘CPD Unit’, or another similar term, but their remit will be similar.  The Universities Association for Lifelong Learning (UaLL) has over 100 member institutions.

What does differ considerably across the sector is the method of CE course delivery. In some cases it is fully centralised, with all academic and administrative staff located within a CE department. In other cases the delivery is devolved to the separate academic departments but the administration and marketing are undertaken centrally. And some universities may operate as a mix of the two. In the case of CPD provision, especially if it is NCB, often these courses are offered by individual academic departments without any central involvement at all.

2.1
Quality Assurance of University Lifelong Learning

The possible alternatives of either academic credited or NCB courses (or indeed a combination of the two) within a university’s lifelong learning provision, together with the variations in delivery models across the sector, does of course have implications for the mechanisms and processes involved in quality assuring lifelong learning. 

For university accredited lifelong learning there is a national QA body as well as internal institutional internal procedures. For NCB provision quality assurance is at individual institutional level. 

For the purposes of this report, QA of accredited and of NCB provision is dealt with separately below.

2.2
National Quality Assurance of Academic Accredited Provision 
The Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) is the national UK body that has a formal overview of the quality assurance of all accredited university courses. This does not cover exclusively ‘lifelong learning’ but includes all undergraduate and postgraduate courses that carry any academic credit.

QAA was formed in 1997 to rationalise the external quality assurance of higher education that existed up to this date. It is independent of UK governments and is owned by the organisations that represent the heads of UK universities and colleges (Universities UK, Universities Scotland, Higher Education Wales and the Standing Conference of Principals).

Universities are responsible for managing the academic standards and quality of their awards. QAA judges how well they fulfil their responsibility and the effectiveness of their processes for doing this. It also encourages universities to keep improving the management of quality in higher education by: 

· conducting external reviews (including audit) in universities  

· describing clear academic standards through the Academic Infrastructure 

· advising government on applications for degree awarding powers and university title 

· offering advice on academic standards and quality. 

QAA ‘Academic Infrastructure’

The ‘Academic Infrastructure’, developed and published by QAA in collaboration with the UK higher education sector, is a set of nationally agreed reference points that help to describe good practice and academic standards. It includes the frameworks for higher education qualifications, subject benchmark statements, programme specifications and the Code of practice, the sections of which are listed below: 

· Postgraduate research programmes 

· Collaborative provision 

· Students with disabilities 

· External examining 

· Academic appeals and student complaints and academic matters 

· Assessment of students 

· Programme approval, monitoring and review 

· Career education, information and guidance 

· Placement learning 

· Student recruitment and admissions 

QAA audit  -  external peer review 

External review of UK higher education covers taught higher education programmes, postgraduate research programmes and teacher training. QAA reviews higher education programmes. In the UK teacher training programmes are reviewed by other government departments and agencies.

QAA has many different review methods, but they share similar procedures, outlined below. External review is about self-evaluation, peer review and publication of results. 

Self-evaluation

Each university produces a self-evaluation document (or a reflective analysis in Scotland) before the external review visit. This document draws upon the results of internal reviews, evaluates the effectiveness of how standards and quality are managed, and identifies strengths and areas for improvement. The self-evaluation is also a key reference point for the review team and sets the context for the visit.

Review visits

QAA uses a peer review process, where academics that work within UK higher education (and sometimes professionals and students) are appointed to teams, the members of which are not employees of QAA but are contracted to work for QAA. QAA select the teams, usually between four and six people, for each visit. 

Reviews are scheduled at least six months ahead of the visit to the university. Before the on-site visit, a meeting is held with representatives from the university to prepare for the visit and the review team scrutinises information that the university provides, including the self-evaluation document. 

The length of the visit to the university varies, depending on the type of review. During the visit, the review team meets staff and students. The team tests claims made by the university and seeks clarification on specific topics, forms robust judgements supported by evidence and, when necessary, suggests improvements that the university could apply.

Though teams refer to the ‘Academic Infrastructure’ during the visit, they are not seeking evidence of compliance with it. Rather they are looking for evidence that the purpose of these reference points has been considered, that a university has reflected on its own practices in the relevant areas and, if necessary, is taking steps to make changes. 

Publication of results

Detailed reports are published for most reviews and many also contain a summary of the review team’s findings. 

QAA does not produce league tables. These tables are created and published by some newspapers, which use information from many sources to rank universities and colleges.

In addition to QAA overview, full awards leading to professional or vocational qualifications will have formal recognition by professional, statutory or regulatory bodies to ensure competency for professional practice. 

2.3
National Quality Assurance of NCB Provision 
There is no overall national QA system for NCB provision but some professional bodies that require their members to continually update their professional knowledge do have systems for recognition of professional NCB courses run by universities and other providers. This official recognition will often allow participants who have completed the courses to achieve CPD points that are required each year for continued membership of the professional body.

There are various models for how this is accomplished e.g.

· a professional body may give official recognition to a university department for delivery of CPD, 

· in other cases, individual courses may be recognised by the relevant professional body. 

For non-university qualifications e.g. National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs), which are work-related, competence-based qualifications, there is a national regulatory body, the Qualifications Curriculum Authority (QCA). NVQs, based on national occupational standards, are statements of performance that describe what competent people in a particular occupation are expected to be able to do and they are achieved through assessment and training. Assessment is normally through on-the-job observation and questioning. Some universities with a strong vocational tradition do offer a limited range of these qualifications. In addition to its role regulating national curriculum assessments for the UK school examination system QCA, sponsored by the Department for Education and Skills (DfES), regulates and recognises awarding bodies for these qualifications. 

2.4
Informal National Quality Assurance of Accredited and NCB provision

The Universities Association for Lifelong Learning (UaLL) is an association which represents the lifelong learning interests of the higher education sector.  It promotes the interchange of ideas and good practice, quality and standards and acts as a forum for the discussion and formulation of policy. Membership of UALL is open to all institutions providing higher education opportunities in the field of adult and continuing education.  

Thus UaLL provides an informal support and guidance mechanism for its members. For example it has a Quality Network that exists to support members engaged in quality issues in lifelong learning in universities.

3.1 Internal Quality Assurance of University Accredited courses  

Although the QAA has formal overview of QA of university accredited course provision, all universities are autonomous. As such they are each responsible for approving their own programmes, maintaining the standards of their awards and the quality of education they provide. Using rigorous quality assurance procedures, this approval is carried out within the context of external examiners, the QAA ‘Academic Infrastructure’ and QAA external reviews. Within each university a board or senate, supported by committees, usually has responsibility for this work.

Universities’ own internal QA procedures for accredited courses often reflect the QAA ‘Academic Infrastructure’. For example many have developed their own Codes of Practice.

3.2
Internal Quality Assurance of University Non-credit-bearing courses  

Across the university sector there are a variety of QA models relating to NCB course provision. In some universities QA is devolved to individual academic departments for their NCB courses. In other cases the university provides some central guidance. In a few QA has been centralised to mirror in some degree the QA processes for the accredited courses. For example the University of Liverpool has developed a QA NCB Framework, including an annual reporting system.
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